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Introduction

The question of whether via ferrata is climbing is usually settled by reflex. To many
American climbers the answer is obvious. Via ferrata is a guided attraction, a protected
hike, or a ladder bolted to a cliff. With steel cable, iron rungs, and a continuous safety
line, it is not climbing at all. To many via ferrata participants the answer is equally ob-
vious in the other direction: they wore a harness, they were high on a cliff, and they
moved over rock with their hands and feet. Neither reflex is an argument.

Outside North America, the question was settled long ago. In the Alps, via ferrata
has been part of mountaineering for more than a century. Its German name, Kletter-
steig, means “climbing path,” and the national alpine clubs treat it as one of the moun-
tain sports in their charge. The International Climbing and Mountaineering Federation
(UIAA, from its French name, Union Internationale des Associations d’Alpinisme) calls
a person on a via ferrata a climber, and in 2016 it adopted a via ferrata grading scale as
its international standard, alongside its standards for rock and ice. Wherever climbing’s
institutions have encountered via ferrata, they have treated it as climbing. North Amer-
ica is the exception. Here via ferrata is young and growing quickly, and much of the
climbing community regards it as an attraction rather than a climb.

Without Europe’s long history with the practice, North American climbers have rea-
son to examine the question and settle it for themselves. This paper argues that via fer-
rata belongs to the climbing family. It does not attempt to define climbing in the sense
climbers use the word. It identifies two features that run through the central members
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of the family. The first is uncertainty of passage. On anything climbers recognize as
a climb, getting through is not guaranteed, and grades exist to describe how hard it is
to secure. The second is an ethic governing who may reduce that uncertainty, by what
means, and at whose expense. A practice with both features has a strong claim to mem-
bership in the family, and the case is laid out so that readers can weigh each part for
themselves.

The climbing family

In the ordinary sense of the word, climbing is working one’s way up or across steep ter-
rain by one’s own effort. That sense is broad and uncontroversial. It covers a ladder, a
staircase, or a tree as readily as El Capitan, and it plainly excludes paddling a rapid or
skiing a slope. When climbers speak of climbing, however, they mean something nar-
rower: a family of practices that includes bouldering, sport climbing, and alpine routes
but not climbing stairs. It is this narrower sense that this paper is concerned with.

Climbing in this narrower sense has proven very difficult to define. Almost any defi-
nition that captures some of its forms either shuts out others or takes in activities no one
regards as climbing. A definition that requires moving over rock without artificial com-
ponents excludes sport climbing, which depends on permanently drilled anchors, aid
climbing, which depends on standing in étriers, and gym climbing, which takes place
on bolt-on plastic holds. A definition built simply on moving up terrain with hands and
feet, on the other hand, may take in climbing a ladder or a tree. Examples like these can
be found in nearly every direction, and no clean definition has yet held up against them.

Wittgenstein offered a way out of this problem in his discussion of games (Philo-
sophical Investigations, §§66—-67). There is no single feature that all games share. Board
games, card games, ball games, and word games are joined instead by “a complicated
network of similarities overlapping and criss-crossing,” which he called family resem-
blances. Climbing is a family of this kind. Bouldering, sport climbing, traditional climb-
ing, big-wall aid, alpine climbing, ice and mixed climbing, and gym climbing share no
one feature beyond vertical movement, and vertical movement alone does not distin-
guish them from climbing stairs.

This paper therefore does not propose a membership test. It instead makes a cumula-
tive case, which is the appropriate way to argue for membership in a family. It identifies
features that run through the central members of the climbing family and that explain
why those practices are recognized as climbing, and it shows that via ferrata shares them.
Two such features carry most of the weight. The first is that passage is uncertain, and
that the community describes the uncertainty with grades. The second is that the com-
munity governs how the uncertainty may be reduced, and that it does so through an
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ethic. Neither feature is sufficient on its own, but together they mark the family. The
tirst, uncertainty of passage, is where the case begins.

Uncertainty of passage

A climb is a proposition about passage: that a person can get from the bottom of a piece
of terrain to the top, or across it, by some means. In every practice climbers recognize
as climbing, that proposition is open when the climber starts. The climber may not find
the sequence, may not have the strength to execute it, may not tolerate the position, or
may run out of daylight or nerve. Uncertainty of passage names this openness. It is not
a claim about danger. A well-protected sport climb is uncertain in exactly the relevant
sense, because the question it poses is not whether the climber will survive but whether
the climber will get through.

The concept explains a great deal about climbing culture. It explains why the first
ascent is honored: the first ascensionist faced the uncertainty at its fullest, before anyone
knew passage was possible. It explains the vocabulary of style, from onsight and flash
to redpoint and hangdog, each of which records how much of the uncertainty a climber
confronted and how much had already been resolved by prior knowledge or rehearsal.
And it explains grading.

A grade is the climbing community’s description of a route’s difficulty, the primary
source of its uncertainty of passage. It is not a measurement in the scientific sense, and
it is not a probability of failure. A 5.10 is not a route that some fixed fraction of climbers
will fail on. It is a compact, conventional statement of how difficult passage is to secure,
calibrated through decades of comparison and disagreement, so that one climber can
anticipate terrain they have not yet seen. Grades are also imprecise. A V1 in one area
may feel like a V3 in another, and grades drift as communities, equipment, and training
change. That imprecision does not weaken the point. It shows that grades are social
instruments tuned to a real variable, which is how hard a route is to get through.

Uncertainty is also relative to the climber. A 5.4 slab is trivial for an experienced
leader and a genuine question for someone on their first day. This is not a defect in
the concept. Grades exist precisely because passage is uncertain for someone, and they
locate a route on a common scale so that each climber can judge what it means for them.
The relevant criterion is that passage is not guaranteed, not that it is uncertain for every
possible climber.

North American grading history bears this out. Wherever uncertainty has taken a
new form, climbers have built notation for it: the Yosemite Decimal System (YDS) for
free climbing, the V scale for bouldering, separate scales for aid, ice, and mixed climbing,
the R and X suffixes for protection, and Roman numerals for commitment. Grading is



UNCERTAINTY OF PASSAGE EAGLE COUNTY CLIMBING COALITION

the family’s habit, and what it grades are the sources of uncertainty.

The uncertainty of via ferrata

The objection that via ferrata is a ladder on a cliff mistakes the safety system for the
route. A ladder is built to remove the question of passage. Its rungs are uniform, evenly
spaced, and made to a standard so that anyone can ascend it without reading terrain or
choosing a sequence. That is why no one grades ladders and no one argues over how
their rungs were placed: where there is no uncertainty to describe, there is nothing to
grade and nothing to protect. The objection assumes that a via ferrata is the same thing
laid against a cliff, a line of evenly spaced steps. It is not. Rungs are placed to fit the rock
rather than a standard, so their spacing, angle, and position change with the terrain. On
many routes they are used sparingly or not at all, and the climber moves on the rock
itself with the cable only as protection. Either way, the climber has to read the route to
find the next move.

The continuous cable guarantees that a participant who falls will be held. It does
not guarantee that the participant will get through. Participants turn back on via ferrata
routes every day. They fail on steep and overhanging sections and on stretches where
the route leaves the hardware and asks them to use the rock. Just as often, they stop not
because the move in front of them is hard but because of the exposure.

Exposure is where via ferrata’s uncertainty is most distinctive. Because the hardware
makes easy movement possible in serious positions, via ferrata places climbers of modest
technical ability where conventional climbing would rarely take them. A participant
may know the next move and have the strength to make it, yet be unable to keep moving
where the route asks them to. The same move ten feet off the ground and a thousand
feet up an open face poses two different questions of passage. Exposure is therefore
not a backdrop to the climb but an independent source of uncertainty of passage, and
it belongs in the grade rather than only in the route description. European climbers
recognized this long ago. Austrian, Swiss, French, and Italian traditions each developed
a graded scale to describe how via ferrata routes differ, and in 2016 the UIAA adopted
the Italian scale as its international standard. That scale rates exposure as a parameter
of its own, alongside technical and physical difficulty.

Ethics and the climbing family

Grades are not the only thing the climbing family shares. Climbing also carries a largely
unwritten, locally enforced code about how climbing terrain may be altered and by
whom. This section argues that the ethic is not an accessory to climbing but one of
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the features that make the family what it is, and that it is tied to uncertainty of passage
in a specific way.

What the ethic governs

The philosopher Bernard Suits defined playing a game as “the voluntary attempt to over-
come unnecessary obstacles.” A game’s rules forbid the most efficient means to its goal.
A golfer could simply walk the ball to the hole and drop it in, but the rules require that
it be struck there with a club. Suits’s account fits climbing closely. The most efficient
way to the top of most cliffs is a trail around the back or a helicopter. Climbing exists
only because climbers decline those means and accept the obstacle of the terrain itself.

Lito Tejada-Flores made the same observation from inside the sport in “Games
Climbers Play” (1967). He described climbing as a hierarchy of games, from bouldering
through crag climbing, big walls, alpine climbing, and expeditions, each defined by the
restrictions its players accept on their means. The rules of each game are its ethic. They
are what keep the difficulty of passage intact at the level that makes the game worth
playing.

This gives the ethic a precise object. If grades describe what makes passage uncertain,
the ethic governs the removal of that uncertainty: who may reduce it, by what means,
and at whose expense. The major controversies in climbing’s history have turned on this
question:

e Clean climbing and bolting. Doug Robinson’s case for protection that leaves the
rock as it was found (1972), and Reinhold Messner’s warning that bolting could drill
the impossible out of any line (1971), were both arguments about leaving uncertainty
for the next party.

e The Wall of the Early Morning Light. When Royal Robbins began chopping the
bolts Warren Harding and Dean Caldwell had placed on El Capitan in 1970, the dis-
pute was over whether Harding had removed more uncertainty than the ascent was
entitled to.

e The Compressor Route. When Hayden Kennedy and Jason Kruk removed bolts
from Cesare Maestri’s line on Cerro Torre in 2012, they were attempting to restore
uncertainty that an earlier party had engineered away.

In each case the question was how much uncertainty a climber may remove, and who
bears the loss when it is removed.
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The ethic of via ferrata

If climbing’s ethic governs how the uncertainty of a route may be reduced, then a prac-
tice in the climbing family should face the questions that ethic exists to answer. Via fer-
rata does, perhaps more clearly than any other form of climbing development, because
constructing a route means deliberately deciding which parts of the natural problem
will remain and which will be solved with hardware.

This is familiar territory in climbing. A route developer who places a bolt changes
the experience of everyone who comes after. A hold that is chipped, a bolt added beside
natural protection, or an aid placement replaced with a permanent fixture can make
passage easier, safer, or more obvious. Climbing’s ethic developed in part because those
decisions do not belong only to the person making them. They alter a shared piece of
terrain and therefore alter the problem inherited by future climbers.

Via ferrata raises the same questions on a larger scale. Which rock may be developed?
Where should the terrain itself determine the movement, and where should hardware
intervene? How much difficulty should a rung remove? Should a difficult section be
made easier, routed around, or left difficult? Every placement of a rung, bridge, or cable
changes the uncertainty of passage for everyone who follows.

A rung illustrates the point well. Installing one changes the movement available on
the route. Placed beside a usable rock feature, it may eliminate a sequence that other-
wise had to be discovered and executed. Placed on terrain that offers no reasonable
passage at the intended grade and little meaningful climbing to preserve, it may instead
create access to an experience that would otherwise remain unavailable. In one case, the
hardware replaces the climbing; in the other, it makes the climbing possible. The ethical
question is therefore not simply whether hardware may be used, but what uncertainty
the hardware is entitled to remove.

Climbing has never required that uncertainty remain untouched. Every piece of
fixed hardware and every act of route cleaning alters it. The ethic lies in deciding which
alterations are justified and which go too far. Via ferrata makes those decisions unusu-
ally visible. Its ethic is therefore not separate from climbing’s ethic, but an especially
direct expression of it.

Implications

If via ferrata belongs to the climbing family, several things follow for the people who
build, manage, and climb it.

For climbers, recognition brings via ferrata inside the community’s jurisdiction. That
is a responsibility as much as a concession. A practice outside climbing is built by who-
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ever chooses to build it, under whatever standards they choose. A practice inside climb-
ing answers to climbing’s ethic, and climbers acquire both the standing and the obliga-
tion to hold builders to it. The alternative, in which climbers disown via ferrata while it
is built near or on the rock they value, leaves the most engineered form of climbing to
people with no stake in climbing’s history.

For builders, recognition means that a via ferrata is a climbing route, and that it
should be graded, designed, and justified as one.

For land managers, recognition affects classification. A via ferrata managed as climb-
ing infrastructure belongs in planning alongside crags, fixed anchors, and approach
trails, and it can be evaluated against the standards climbing already applies to itself.
Treating it as an amusement or a construction project obscures the questions that matter
most, such as which rock it uses and whose climbs it affects.

For newcomers, recognition changes what a first route means. Via ferrata lowers the
barriers to entry that keep many people out of climbing: equipment, specialized knowl-
edge, and technical self-sufficiency. It also lets older climbers and former climbers keep
moving on rock when roped climbing is no longer practical. If the practice is climbing,
then the person finishing a first via ferrata has done a climb, graded in a scale they can
carry to the crag or the gym, and has taken a first step into the climbing family rather
than into a separate attraction.

Conclusion

Climbing cannot be captured in a definition, but its central members share a structure.
Passage through the terrain is uncertain. The community describes that uncertainty with
grades, and it governs the reduction of that uncertainty with an ethic. Via ferrata has
both features. Its routes pose a question of passage that the safety cable does not answer,
varied enough from route to route to require grading, and its construction raises every
question climbing’s ethic exists to settle.

None of this requires anyone to like via ferrata, or to prefer it to other forms of climb-
ing. Climbers have always ranked their games and argued about which restrictions mat-
ter most. The question here is narrower: whether via ferrata is one of those games. The
climbing institutions of Europe and the international federation answered it long ago.
Laid out part by part, the case suggests that they answered it correctly, and that the
North American climbing community has more to gain from governing via ferrata as
climbing than from standing outside while it is built.
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